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There is no List with a capital L. The great books are
simply the books which deal most incisively, most
eloquently, most universally, and most timelessly
with man and his world.

—Milton Mayer

A GOOD BOOK un read is a trag -
edy, but one that is read and not
dis cussed is a learn ing ex pe ri ence
largely lost. Book clubs or book dis -
cus sion groups were in vented to

pro vide the struc ture (set ting?) and the op -
por tu nity for peo ple to share their in sights on 
the works of great lit era ture.

Maybe you have wanted to join a book
club, but with TDYs, de ploy ments, and busy
sched ules just sim ply ha ven’t had the spare
time to go to meet ings. Per haps you were
afraid the books would not ap peal to your
tastes. Then con sider join ing the Air power
Jour nal/Air Chroni cles new est ef fort—the Air -
power Pro fes sion al’s Book Club.

For those of you who won der about the
ori gins of this idea, it had its gene sis in the de -
vel op ment of the CSAF Pro fes sional Read ing
Pro gram in the spring of 1997,1 the pub li ca -
tion in the Air power Jour nal of a se ries of bib -
lio graphic es says writ ten by Dr. David Mets,2
and the in au gu ra tion of the Bos ton Globe’s
on- line book club.3

In the spring 1997 edi tion, Gen Ron ald R.
Fo gle man, former Air Force chief of staff
(CSAF), wrote about the de vel op ment of the
CSAF Pro fes sional Read ing Pro gram. It was
de signed as a com ple ment to ini tia tives that
came out of the long- range plan ning ef fort to
fos ter the growth of a uni fy ing air and space

cul ture through out the Air Force. To gether,
these ini tia tives are in tended to pro duce
knowl edge able serv ice mem bers who more
ef fec tively can em ploy air and space forces in
in de pend ent, joint, or coa li tion op era tions.
Ul ti mately, they will help pre pare cur rent and 
fu ture Air Force lead ers to deal ef fec tively
with the chal lenges they surely will face in a
post- cold- war world of aus tere de fense budg -
ets, di verse re gional threats, and con tin ued
high- operations tempo for our units.4

As their ti tles in di cate, the sub jects of Dr.
Mets’s es says have been topi cally re stric tive.
The pub li ca tion of these es says of ten re sults
in re quests from read ers for other sub jects or
more of ten for a brief list of what books are
im por tant for air power pro fes sion als.

The great books idea is not new.5 For ex am -
ple, in 1947, as part of a grass roots move ment
to pro mote con tinu ing edu ca tion for the gen -
eral pub lic, a group of Chi ca go ans led by Uni -
ver sity of Chi cago presi dent Rob ert Maynard
Hutchins and sup ported by promi nent busi -
ness men es tab lished the Great Books Foun da -
tion. This is a non profit or gani za tion that pro -
vides peo ple of all ages with the op por tu nity
to read, dis cuss, and learn from out stand ing
works of lit era ture. Since its in cep tion, the
foun da tion has helped thou sands of peo ple
through out the United States be gin their own
dis cus sion groups in li brar ies, schools, and
com mu nity cen ters.6 How ever, as one can
read ily sup pose, in volve ment in such a pro -
gram not only re quires one to be avail able but 
also to in vest a great deal of time sim ply to
meet and dis cuss these books. An ex cel lent
idea simi lar to the Great Books Foun da tion
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aimed at pro fes sional de vel op ment—the
Douhet So ci ety—arose at Head quar ters 5th
Al lied Tac ti cal Air Force (5ATAF), a North At -
lan tic Treaty Or gani za tion (NATO) head quar -
ters in Vicenza, It aly. The core of the socie ty’s
aim was to de velop a con cept of air power in
its par tici pants that was based on the ory, his -
tory, and con tem po rary de vel op ments.7

With the pub li ca tion of the win ter edi tion, 
Air power Jour nal, in co op era tion with Air
Chroni cles, will in au gu rate a new sec tion—the
Air power Pro fes sion al’s Book Club/Dis cus -
sion Group. We will ask our sen ior edi to rial
ad vi sors to sub mit their own per sonal list of
the top 10 books every air power pro fes sional
should read. In ad di tion, we in vite Air power
Jour nal read ers to sub mit their own sug ges -
tions for such a list. Based on the lists we re -
ceive, we will de velop our own list of the top
10 air power pro fes sion al’s books and then
launch this book club. Send your list by E-
 mail to edi tor@cadre.max well.af.mil or mail
it to

  Air power Jour nal
  Attn: Book Club
  401 Chennault Cir cle
  Max well AFB AL 36112- 6428

In the Spring 1999 edi tion, we hope to
pub lish some of the re sponses as well as a
con soli dated top 10 list com posed of the
most fre quently cho sen books by both sen ior
edi to rial ad vi sors and read ers. We hope you
will read these books and E- mail (or write) a
para graph or two de scrib ing what you
thought of the book, its per ma nence, its im -
por tance, and its over all value in the de vel op -
ment of an air power pro fes sional. We will
pub lish all ap pro pri ate sub mis sions in a sec -
tion of Air Chroni cles and will print se lected
re sponses in Air power Jour nal.

To stimu late dis cus sion both on- line and
in the quar terly edi tions, we sug gest that as
you read one of these books, jot down ideas
or com ments that come to mind. Af ter read -
ing it, re flect on the cen tral theme or sub ject
and how the over all con tent of the work re -
lates to that theme. Also re flect on any criti cal 
ob ser va tions about the book that can be

made. Again, write down your ideas as they
oc cur to you. Then let the proj ect lie fal low in
your mind. Af ter sev eral days, pe ruse the
book once again and draft your com ments.
Use your own words as much as pos si ble. If
you choose to quote from the book you are
cri tiqu ing, do so spar ingly. Lay aside your
first draft for two or three days and then re vise 
it for proper Eng lish and clar ity.

A book- club re view is com posed of a criti -
cal evalua tion. Al ways re mem ber that what
we are look ing for is a cri tique of the book,
not sim ply a de scrip tion of its con tents. So,
when you write your para graph or two, try to
ad dress these four key ques tions:

1. What is the book about? This ques tion
leads to other ques tions. Does the book
have a cen tral theme? Does it ar gue a
the sis? What is the author’s pur pose?
(The lat ter may be stated ex plic itly in
the pref ace or con clu sion, or it may be
im plied within the book it self.) Did the
author achieve that pur pose? Early on,
try to sum ma rize the theme, the sis, or
sub ject in a sen tence or two. Strenu -
ously re sist any temp ta tion to de scribe
the full con tents of the book; as noted
above, your criti cal analy sis of the book
is what really counts.

2. Is the book re li able? The first ques tion to
ask about a work of non fic tion is, Is it
true? Again, this ques tion prompts
other ques tions:
a. Who is the author? What are his or her 

quali fi ca tions for writ ing a book on
this par ticu lar sub ject? Has the
author writ ten other books? If so, are 
those other works about a re lated
sub ject?

b. Where did the author ob tain in for ma -
tion for the book? Is the book based on 
the author’s per sonal ob ser va tions
of events? Is it based on pri mary
sources—let ters, dia ries, speeches,
manu scripts, and ar chi val rec-
 ords—that were con tem po rary or
nearly con tem po rary with the pe -
riod or sub ject about which the
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author is writ ing? Or is the book
based on sec on dary sources, that is,
on works that were writ ten af ter the
time of the event us ing the pri mary
sources? As a re lated mat ter, be sure
to in clude some men tion of how the
author iden ti fies the sources upon
which the book is based—by a bib li -
og ra phy, by notes, in the pref ace or
in tro duc tion, or sim ply by cas ual
ref er ences within the text.

c. Are the sources re li able? If the book is
based on pri mary ma te ri als, are
those ma te ri als credi ble? If based on
sec on dary authori ties, are those ac -
counts repu ta ble? Briefly but pre -
cisely iden tify some rep re sen ta tive
ex am ples of the sources em ployed.

d. Does the author use evi dence with care
and dis crimi na tion? Does the author
read into the evi dence ideas or facts
that are not there? Is the author fair
to all par ties, or is he swayed by bias
or preju dice? Cite spe cific ex am ples
of bias or preju dice or of fair ness.
Also con sider the fol low ing ques -
tions: Are the facts cor rect? Do you
con sider the in ter pre ta tions valid? Is 
the the sis well sup ported by evi -

dence and logi cal rea son ing? Have
you been per suaded to ac cept the
author’s con clu sions? What ever
your an swers to the last four ques -
tions, ex plain your rea sons for an -
swer ing them as you did.

3. Is the ma te rial well pre sented? Is the book
un der stand able? Are the con tents well
or gan ized? Does the author in tro duce
the sub ject in clear and sim ple terms or
does he or she pre sup pose the reader
pos sesses gen eral knowl edge of the sub -
ject?

4. Does the book make a con tri bu tion to the
field? What, if any thing, did the book
con trib ute to your knowl edge and un -
der stand ing of the sub ject? Would you
rec om mend the book to some one else?
Ex plain why or why not.8

When you fin ish, send your sub mis sion to
the same ad dress as listed above. We pre fer E-
 mail since we in tend to post your com ments
on the World Wide Web in Air Chroni cles as
we re ceive them. Check out the site9 when the 
club gets go ing; and if you dis agree with an -
other read er’s cri tique of a book, re spond;
we’re aim ing at de vel op ing an on go ing dis -
cus sion.
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